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Life Narratives in a Violently Divided Society
Tomoko Sakai
 Abstract
This paper discusses the complex mixture of empathy and antipathy 
evoked during ethnographic research. The case examined is the author’s ex-
perience during her research on memories of political conflict in Northern Ire-
land. The discussion in this paper concerns an important epistemological is-
sue that any student of British/Irish history and culture who is based outside 
the region may face as an outsider researcher.
Researchers’ emotions, especially their empathy toward research partici-
pants, are now considered critical for the researcher to interpret people’s 
meaning-making worlds and achieve reflexivity. Some types of emotions 
(such as anger, hatred and disillusionment that the researcher feels in relation 
to the participants) have been largely ignored in discussions on research meth-
odology. This paper argues that when such emotions are carefully analysed, 
they can reveal significant ethnographic issues, such as uneven power relation-
ships and preconceptions produced by the relationships, which are imposed on 
the researcher/researched due to their respective cultural and social back-
grounds. Analysing these emotions sometimes requires a change in 
perspective ; in the author’s case, a new viewpoint was triggered by a personal 
experience that she had, which seemingly lay outside the research context.
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1. A quarrel : A personal experience
I will start this paper with an episode from my personal life. At the time, 
it never occurred to me that the experience had anything to do with the re-
search I was working on, which concerned memories and narratives in post-
conflict Northern Ireland. Several years later, when I conducted a data analy-
sis, the experience – which I had originally thought was merely a personal one 
– suddenly emerged from the depths of my memory. It served as an impor-
tant trigger that led me to re-consider the narrative I had encountered during 
my fieldwork in Northern Ireland. 
Put simply, the experience was a quarrel with one of my acquaintanc-
es. It began with a small misunderstanding that developed into a hostile con-
versation. It seemed to me that the other person was trying to belittle me by 
pointing out flaws in my personality that I considered irrelevant to the point in 
question. Of course, the person must have interpreted the situation differ-
ently. Yet to me, the person’s words sounded like a deliberately mean and 
rude form of harassment, rather than a rational argument. I became furious 
with this person. In my mind, I rained as many abuses as I could think of on 
the person. However, out loud, the strategy I took was instead to maintain 
my temper, keep my voice down, and apologise for the part for which I felt my-
self at fault, such as the lack of an explanation. I pointed out what I believed 
to be the person’s flaws as politely as I could, since I believed that if I lost my 
temper, the whole thing would just turn into a childish mess.
The quarrel left an irritating heat of frustration in my mind for a long 
time. It kept smouldering deep within me and occasionally made me furi-
ous. I recalled the quarrel numerous times, thinking about what else I could 
have said to make the person realise they were wrong. I re-played the scene 
in my mind, using more reasonable and effective words than the ones I actually 
said. The memory always made me uneasy and irate, but I was not able to 
stop thinking about it. It never left me, for reasons I did not understand.
A couple of years later, I was listening back to one of the recordings of an 
interview I had conducted for my research. As noted above, the research was 
（ ） 3
Between Empathy and Antipathy : Researching Life Narratives in a Violently Divided Society
3
about memories of the recent political conflict in Northern Ireland ; its pur-
pose was to explore how personal self-image and socially shared notions of the 
past are interconnected in individuals’ memories of everyday life. For this re-
search, I collected life stories of people in grassroots political activities, or 
those involved in community work. The person whose story was replayed 
then – whom here I call Anne – was one of the respondents. Although she 
was very helpful and supportive, I found it hard to have much empathy with 
her during the interview. I did not agree with most of her political and histori-
cal views, although they were all very interesting as data. I found her attitude 
of storytelling even arrogant, especially when she recounted one of her earlier 
experiences. 
I was listening to Anne’s story, remembering the almost identical feelings 
that I had felt at the time it occurred. When the audio data came to the point 
of the episode I just mentioned, nevertheless, something struck me. I re-
alised that I was feeling nearly the same kind of emotions in my quarrel as she 
expressed when recalling her experience. It was, however, an emotional ac-
count that I had once analysed critically, even sarcastically, from a distant posi-
tion. Surprised and confused, I wondered how this could ever have hap-
pened. This paper, examining the interpretative journey I had, discusses how 
the researcher’s subjective experience, which may seem to occur in the private 
sphere, can enhance ethnographic understanding, especially in the context of 
warnings against reproducing stereotypes and the image of the other in the 
area of conflict studies. It contributes to the discussion of the epistemology 
in studies of other societies and cultures in general. Furthermore, students 
of British/Irish history and culture based in Japan might find this paper relevant 
when they consider their positions as outsider researchers.  
2. Emotions in qualitative research
Focusing on the researcher’s own emotions and personal experiences in 
the research process is now widely acknowledged as a method of qualitative 
research (e.g., Kleinman & Copp 1993 ; Ellis & Bochner 1996 ; Reed-Dana-
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hay 1997 ; Ellis 1999 ; Holland 2007). The idea of emotions being crucially 
linked to actions and cognition which the sociology of emotion has pointed out, 
is becoming a widely shared notion in the social sciences. According to Kath-
leen Gilbert, researchers should connect with participants at an emotional lev-
el to understand the meaning-making world of the people under study (Gilbert 
2001). In the field of anthropology, too, approaching the object of research – 
whether it is a topic or a group of people – through emotional engagements is 
also regarded as a productive methodology, especially since the epoch-making 
Writing Culture (Clifford & Marcus 1986) was published, which transformed 
epistemology in terms of the value of objectivity. Although there is criticism 
that ethnographic works involving the author’s autobiographical accounts tend 
to be self-absorbed and narcissistic, “self-adoration is quite different from self-
awareness and a critical scrutiny of the self” as Okely writes (1992 : 2). In 
order to make the reflexive methodology productive, it is necessary to become 
aware of the background of the research and the researcher themselves, which 
include : the political and historical context of the research project, and the in-
fluence of the academic type of knowledge that the researcher has internalised.
The importance of paying attention to the researcher’s own emotions has 
mostly been discussed with a focus on empathy related to shared subjectivity 
or the similarity of social experiences (for example, among women or people of 
colour) between the researcher and the researched. However, some types of 
emotions, such as anger, hatred, and disillusionment that the researcher senses 
in relation to their research participants, have mostly been ignored in discus-
sions on research methodology ; this is a possible cause of the criticism that 
discussing one’s emotions in the research process is narcissistic. The fact 
that researchers are rarely saint-like in terms of their feelings toward partici-
pants has been largely ignored. In addition, the significance of emotions in 
cross-cultural research has not received sufficient attention. Nevertheless, I 
argue that the researcher’s frustration and antipathy can provide critical re-
search data. Furthermore, empathy is particularly important when attempt-
ing to understand experiences, meaning-making practises, and behaviours that 
differ from those of the researcher ; in other words, in the context of cross-
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cultural research. In my research, the dialogues with my respondents were 
all cross-cultural in the sense of Irish/British and Japanese, or Western and 
Asian. However, unshared, everyday experiences are more important 
here. Having grown up without being exposed to armed conflicts in everyday 
life, one of the most difficult obstacles for me was to imagine what it would be 
like to live with more than 30 years of violence. As Lawrence Kirmayer not-
ed, when listening to someone describe an experience that took place in an ex-
tremely violent, irrational, and even bizarre situation that appears totally dis-
tant from the world the listener lives in, such as refugee’s narrative, the 
listener is required to have imagination and the will to walk into the storytell-
er’s world (Kirmayer 1998). Furthermore, the researcher’s personal experi-
ence and subjective emotions may help them keep a watchful eye on their own 
description of what they encounter in the field, which can easily become an 
oversimplified and naturalised categorisation. The emotional experience I 
had in my private life functioned in both ways : it was a key to open the door 
to my respondents’ world, and helped me critically review my own analytic 
perspective.
 3. Anne’s story : A narrative of emotional vengeance
Before introducing Anne’s story, I here draw an overview of the historical 
background of her story. The conflict in Northern Ireland, often called “the 
Troubles” in Britain and Ireland, broke out in the late 1960s and lasted for 
about 30 years, costing more than 3,600 lives. The 1998 Agreement signed 
by the United Kingdom, the Republic of Ireland, and major parties in Northern 
Ireland is now regarded as marking “an end” to the Troubles, bringing the re-
gion to a post-conflict stage. As is widely known, the conflict in Northern 
Ireland can be directly traced to the separation of Ireland in the 1920s. Six 
northern counties had many descendants of English and Scottish settlers 
whose political, economic and social connections with the British mainland re-
mained solid ; this region was left within the British United Kingdom when 
the rest of the counties became independent. Longstanding divisions – which 
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had existed for centuries before the partition – between the “natives” of Ire-
land and the English and Scottish descendants rapidly intensified, especially in 
the north. Soon, all residents of the region were seen as belonging to “either” 
of the two communities. This dichotomised view of the people remained 
largely unchanged, even after the 1998 “peace” agreement. They – or to 
people in Northern Ireland, “we” – belong to different religious groups ; the 
English and Scottish descendants are mostly Anglican or Presbyterian and 
could thus be categorised as “Protestant”, while most other people in Ireland 
are Catholic. In regards to ethnicity and political views, most of the former 
group identify more with Britain ; they support the continuation of the union 
between Northern Ireland and the rest of the British Kingdom, and are thus 
called unionists. The latter regard themselves rather as Irish, support the in-
tegration of the north into the South of Ireland, and are hence called national-
ists.
Since the partition in the 1920s, Northern Ireland was mostly controlled 
by unionists. The Catholic population was economically and socially disad-
vantaged, and Irish cultural activities were repressed. The vigorous Catholic 
civil rights movement in the 1960s claimed to abolish inequality and repres-
sion, which unfortunately brought about violent conflict between Protestant 
and Catholic residents across the region. The deployment of the British 
Army was meant to calm the situation ; however, this ignited the old patriotic 
indignation of Irish republicans, who viewed the deployment as a colonist inva-
sion, leading to the reformation of the well-known paramilitary organisation, 
the Irish Republican Army. The Protestant side reacted by forming bellicose 
vigilante and paramilitary groups, which are locally called loyalist 
groups. This is how the chain of violence began.
Anne, the respondent I mentioned at the beginning, was from the Shankill 
area, the biggest Protestant zone in the capital of Northern Ireland, Bel-
fast. She was involved in grassroots cross-community work ; I obtained her 
contact information through the network. In Northern Ireland, cross-commu-
nity work consists of support, entertainment, and other kinds of social activi-
ties involving people from both Protestant and Catholic communities. Very 
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often, they are designed and run to build relationships and mutual understand-
ing across the religious-ethnic community divide. Anne had personally 
worked for a long time in local childcare groups and participated in cross-com-
munity meetings as a representative of her area. 
Her involvement in cross-community work would have made one expect 
her to tell relatively neutral stories. Nevertheless, her political views seemed 
to me to be typical of a hard-line unionist. She showed a strong distrust of 
the people whom she called republicans. To her, republicans were trying to 
introduce foreign rule to the place she lived. At the same time, she stressed 
that ordinary, non-republican Catholics were no different from people in her 
own community : “A lot of Catholic people are quite happy living in Northern 
Ireland, getting on with life, and have no inclination to get a United Ire-
land. It’s only hard-line republicans (who want that)”.
To her, “republican” meant much more than an attitude toward a macro-
political question. To her, “republicans” meant people with a certain personal 
character. She told me about an experience she had had when she was young, 
in the late 1970s, while working in a Catholic-dominant area ; this episode re-
vealed why she did not trust republicans. 
In Northern Ireland, work environments are generally divided between 
Protestants and Catholics. Although this could be due to sectarian bias on the 
part of employers and managers, it could also be due to geographic 
segregation ; there is a tendency on the part of those seeking a job to avoid 
working in places where the other religion is dominant. It is not that rare to 
have employees from both sides of the division, especially in big businesses or 
services ; however, in such a scenario, there is often a majority-minority 
structure involved. 
At the time, Anne was in a minority position, surrounded by peers who 
were Catholic. She said that some of her workplace colleagues gave her a 
hard time and that she felt left out. She was consistent in how she defined 
Catholics and republicans :
 I worked there, and I could get on well with some Catholics. But there were 
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just some republicans trying to make your life hard. That’s the main differ-
ence between Catholics and republicans. Then again, there is a difference 
between Protestants and loyalists. Loyalists and republicans are just going 
and don’t care what it takes, while Catholics and Protestants can come to-
gether because they keep their religions but still like to be friends [...] So I had 
a bit of hard time because I was from the Shankill. And I’ll tell you how the 
story turned out great, that gave them a blow but worked out great for 
me. Two of them made a trip to the Shankill to do shopping. And I was 
unfortunately there. I stopped them and spoke to them, and they got really 
flustered. Because they gave me a hard time at work. But I was talkative, 
friendly, and that was it. And they ran away and ... That turned it all 
around when I was back into the work. They must have assumed, ‘cos I 
was from the Shankill, I would have been better. I could have warned and 
made a phone call to the boys or whatever. But that was what’s my na-
ture. I couldn’t have done like ‘here, here’, couldn’t do that to anybody no 
matter what they are and who they are. And the things started to change, the 
way they saw me, they started to see me just like a Catholic friend. You 
know I was a Protestant from the Shankill, but I was by no means a bigot.
Some supplemental knowledge would be helpful in understanding this 
story. This episode took place in the 1970s, when political tensions were still 
extremely high and violent clashes between paramilitaries, or between para-
militaries and security forces, broke out every day. Local residents from both 
sides engaged in violent riots daily in the “interface” areas where Protestant 
and Catholic residents live next to each other. At the time, it was risky to 
cross Protestant/Catholic boundaries, even for those who considered that they 
themselves had nothing to do with violent activity. Paramilitary groups from 
both sides took part in severe armed conflicts. If someone was detected to be 
from “the other side” they could be suspected of being a spy or informer, then 
get caught, attacked, or at worst killed. In most cases, such violent outcomes 
did not result, but people were strongly afraid that this could happen. Many 
people, such as Anne, experienced more minor harassment, such as verbal 
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abuse. Due to this situation, people tried not to walk on the “other side” for 
their own security, insofar as was possible. At the same time, however, peo-
ple were always trying to cross “the borders” to access facilities, services and 
shops that could only be found in certain areas. In doing so, people often dis-
guised their background, calling each other by fake names, or changing their 
speech and wording1. When Anne said “I could have warned and made a 
phone call to the boys or whatever” she meant that she could have easily re-
vealed them to be from the other side and thus in the heart of their “enemy’s 
land”. In the workplace, she was in a less powerful position. However, 
when she and her “republican” colleagues happened to meet on the street in 
Shankill, there came a moment when the power relationship normally lying be-
tween them in the workplace was overturned. Both sides immediately no-
ticed that everything depended on how she would behave. Since they had 
treated her badly in the workplace, “they got really flustered” knowing they 
were in danger. At least she regarded their reactions as such.
As noted earlier, I did not sympathise with this story very much. Anne 
did not show a desire to understand political others in the society, nor to criti-
cally examine the traditional view of her own community at any point during 
the interview. Behind the claim of republicans’ Irishness lies a long history of 
British colonialism and a history of state power abuse by the local government, 
which suppressed any Irish cultural activity. In today’s post-conflict reconcili-
ation process, people in the Protestant community are now encouraged to 
learn about these things. Nevertheless, she merely categorised Catholic peo-
ple into two groups : “ordinary and nice” and “mean republicans” based on 
whether their attitudes fitted with the traditional unionist view. Needless to 
say, political attitudes and whether people identify as Irish or British are not 
automatically linked to whether someone has a contemptible personality.
Her method of storytelling made me more critical of her account. Anne, 
who appeared as the story’s central character, maintained a sensible attitude 
1　In Northern Ireland, some first names, especially those that sound clearly Irish or Eng-
lish, can reveal one’s background. 
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toward those who once treated her badly. She was wise because she knew 
how stupid it would be to become trapped in a cycle of revenge and cause trou-
ble that might potentially come to an irrevocable end. Yet although it seems 
as if Anne, the narrator, were speaking about the importance of forgiveness 
and letting vengeance go, her tone was full of anger and chagrin. By telling 
the story, she demonstrated to me and to herself that she had higher morals 
than the people who once upset her. The episode proved she had been righ-
teous and thus became the victor, while the people who mistreated her were 
defeated due to their lower sense of morality. In that sense, she – the narra-
tor – took imaginary revenge by weaving the episode into this specific plot, be-
traying, in a sense, what “she” did as a character in the story.
This attitude of storytelling, which conveys resentment, hatred, and the 
message that the narrator is more respectable than the other, seemed closely 
linked with her political views. She seemed to have abandoned all efforts to 
understand the background of her political others, justifying the abandonment 
based on old anger from her past experiences. Although she had had the ex-
perience in the 1970s, she recalled the episode with a fierce anger. No doubt 
she had recalled this experience a number of times, rekindling her old chagrin 
each time. As such, I interpreted her story as an example of the deep-rooted 
hatred in the society, which she conveyed under the guise of an episode about 
forgiveness, thus placing an obstacle in the reconciliation process.
I interviewed Anne twice and my impression of her story did not change 
significantly. Several months after the second interview, I had the quarrel 
that I wrote about at the beginning of this paper. Then, a couple of years after 
that quarrel, I listened once again to her interview and came to realise what I 
had in common with Anne. I recalled the quarrel and the subsequent emotion 
I felt, this time from a different perspective. I used a strategy of being as po-
lite as I could to a person who did not appear to deserve it. However, I did so 
not because I was tolerant, but because of my pride. By expressing a seem-
ingly sincere attitude, I tried to achieve a more respectable position which en-
abled me to disdain the person. I also thought of the frustration Anne showed 
in the experience she had had 30 years before. I pondered why I did not just 
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try to forget my unpleasant experience, but kept recalling it over and over, 
knowing the memory would only cause me to feel rage. Since I suppressed 
my violent anger on the surface of the conversation and kept it in my mind, I 
had not found any way to express the anger. In order to pacify my sense of 
unresolved anger – which Anne had also felt – I imagined that “I” was the 
thoughtful and sensible one and that the other person was the foolish villain.
4. From outside of a bottle ? 
Thomas Scheff wrote that self-esteem, a crucial emotional component of the 
social self, is comprised of the pride/shame balance (Scheff 1994 ; 2000). By 
“shame”, he means a broad range of emotions : embarrassment, humiliation, and 
feelings of failure or inadequacy (Scheff 2000 : 98). Quoting the psychologist 
Helen Lewis, he wrote about an interesting emotional mechanism. When a 
person feels injured or ridiculed, “[t]hey repeatedly replay the scene in their 
imagination, thinking about what they might have said and done. After many 
a replay, the issue may seem resolved intellectually, but the aftermath from the 
scene may still not subside. They are obsessed with the scene, and the ob-
session is compulsive ; they cannot stop replaying it” (Scheff 1994 : 289). 
According to Scheff, shame is not often visibly expressed, since being aware of 
one’s damaged self-esteem makes a person feel too vulnerable. Thus, shame 
often comes out as anger or an offensive attitude toward others. This emo-
tional mechanism of damaged self-esteem often leads to an unceasing cycle of 
interethnic conflict (Scheff 1994). 
Nevertheless, he does not imply that this emotional mechanism is only 
observed in ethnocentric accounts. Rather, his point lies in that ethnocentric 
attitudes are often related to an emotional mechanism that can also be seen in 
our ordinary, everyday behaviours and actions, and anyone can fall into the 
feeling trap whether they experience long-term, armed ethnic conflict or 
not. This is not an attitude that one could attribute to the bellicose mentality 
of a society dealing with an ethnic conflict, except perhaps to the pejorative 
view of an outsider.
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David Miller, a British political theorist, once strongly criticised a meta-
phor used by John Darby, an experienced analyst on the Northern Ireland 
conflict ; Darby compared the society to two scorpions in a bottle (Darby 
1997 : xi). Miller wrote that this metaphor indicates that Darby’s book “con-
demns the people of Northern Ireland [...] as uncivilised poisonous inverte-
brates” (Miller 1998 : 16). Underlying such a metaphor is an assumption of a 
cultural and mental structure unique to the people living in a divided society, 
whereby the “we” in a “normal society” do not share such structures. Miller 
wrote that academics have a tendency to treat the people in Northern Ireland 
‘as repositories of the irrational and emotional, implicitly drawing a contrast 
with themselves and their like who are [...] rational, unemotional and not sub-
ject to the myths of history’ (ibid.). Miller would have been upset by the gaze 
which differentiates the people living in a civil war situation and categorises 
them along with the whole nature of the conflict into a thick glass wall, where 
their emotional cries do not reach, move, or break the vulnerable parts of re-
searchers (Behar 1996).
When studying the culture of a foreign society, researchers often hastily 
create an image of a culture unique to the society from any segments of a phe-
nomenon they experience in the field. This also applies to studies on civil 
war by “outsider” researchers. Of course, in the sense that a culture is al-
ways constructed in a specific historical process and under certain conditions, 
to a great extent, the culture in a society facing long-term political conflict re-
flects the society’s history of violence, as some works have shown in the case 
of Northern Ireland (Sluka 1988 ; Feldman 1991). However, researchers 
must be careful when depicting the culture of such a society. Expressions of 
anger, hatred and vengeance can be easily picked up when studying a society 
going through a violent conflict. Nevertheless, if portraying those emotions 
as a cultural phenomenon of the society, the study can mislead people to think 
that the violence is mostly caused by the emotional nature of the people living 
there, thus creating a mysterious, dangerous image of others. Through my 
findings of the obsession with shame/anger that I shared with Anne, I came to 
realise I had also seen my respondents’ life stories as such to a certain de-
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gree. Since I was critical of Anne’s political attitude, I placed the words she 
used, and the emotions she showed during the interview, into a reactionary 
master-narrative, which re-creates the antagonism in the society.
After discovering my own shame/anger mechanism, I began rethinking 
Anne’s story. After all, whatever kind of self-esteem she expressed, she re-
fused to cause violent trouble. Considering the social context in which the 
episode took place, this must have been significant to her. Listening to her 
and others’ interviews, I came to notice that people had complex feelings about 
violence. For instance, another respondent, a woman from a small, predomi-
nantly Catholic area called Ardoyne – one of the districts that saw the most se-
vere violence in Belfast, both counter-insurgency operations by the state and 
riots between communities – told me as follows :
 I mean it’s very difficult. I would understand how those people did get in-
volved. [...] I have a very strong faith. I don’t believe in murder and I 
don’t believe in violence. It’s a sin to murder somebody, it doesn’t matter 
who they are [...] But they [those who got involved in armed conflicts] believed 
in a cause and it was a cause I can half understand why they did something.
 
This woman’s ambiguity resulted from her experiences of multiple types 
of violence. Her family had been forced to give up and leave their home more 
than once due to the threat of violence from “the other side”, that is, the Prot-
estant side. On a daily basis, she experienced verbal abuses from British sol-
diers patrolling her area with words such as “Irish whore”. On the other 
hand, she could not agree with the ideological claims of the Irish Republican 
Army, which was popular in her area, that the armed struggle was necessary to 
achieve liberation. 
In her account, we can see an internal conflict between strong criticism of 
using arms and sympathy for those who chose to join paramilitaries. There 
were many conditions that encouraged people to take up arms. As the re-
spondent said, embarrassing, destructive experiences at the hands of security 
forces or the other side often triggered people to join paramilitary groups. 
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There were powerful discourses justifying the use of arms, whether to achieve 
a United Ireland or to defend British Ulster. Branches of paramilitary groups 
were everywhere, and many people had some family members, neighbours or 
friends involved in them.
Many of my respondents from both communities told me that the hardest 
thing during the conflict was to prevent their children from joining paramilitary 
groups. Even Anne, who clearly distinguished ordinary people from republi-
cans and loyalists, was one of them. People in working-class areas of Belfast 
– where more severe violence occurred because paramilitaries were based 
there – were living their lives in fear that violence might affect them at any 
time, but they also feared that they or their closest family members might be-
come the ones to commit violence in the near future. With the choice to take 
up arms always within reach, people had to be strongly determined not to be-
come involved in military acts.
Anne’s story should also be interpreted within this social context. Based 
on the memory of the episode with her colleagues, she reproduced her self-
image as a person who would never commit violent acts, no matter what hap-
pened. In trying to achieve self-esteem by distinguishing herself from what 
she imagined as a violent extremist, at least initially, part of her daily struggle 
involved keeping herself from supporting the use of arms, in addition to stop-
ping her children from becoming caught up in the armed conflict.
 
5. Conclusion
As I demonstrated earlier, Anne’s story reveals an example of deep-root-
ed hatred in a post-conflict society. Even after I discovered what I had in 
common with Anne - the attitude to cling to imaginary revenge in order to deal 
with an unresolved anger, developing contempt for other people - I am still 
critical of her political and social views, which seem to make one xenophobic 
against anybody from outside the community.  I am critical of her lack of de-
sire to understand others by re-examining the traditional values dominant in 
her environment. With such criticism and emotional empathy toward her in 
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mind, I now see her story from a different perspective. I see how the catego-
ry she used to describe political others and her resentment toward them were 
reconstructed in her everyday struggle to avoid physical violence. 
This paper attempted to demonstrate how a researcher’s own emotions 
and experiences impact their standpoint, epistemology and interpreta-
tion. Those emotions can provide an important trigger through which re-
searchers can discover an alternative layer of their respondent’s story, and fur-
thermore, a deeper understanding of the social, historical and political 
backgrounds that a story refers to. It is interesting that an experience which 
became an interpretative trigger did not happen while I was doing “fieldwork” 
in a narrow sense. A researcher’s dialogues with respondents do not con-
clude when the fieldwork ends. Their epistemological position continues to 
transform throughout the process of transcription, analysis and listening back, 
and even while the researcher is leading their private life seemingly outside of 
work. Each moment of transformation is worth recording ; it provides a valu-
able record of an encounter that we have with our respondents at each stage of 
our research.
Note : The original idea of this article was first presented at the 2008 ES-
REA Life History and Biography Network Conference, held at Canterbury 
Christ Church University in March 2008, though a substantial part of the con-
ference paper has been re-structured and re-written.
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